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LIBRARIANS A ofHAVE long and rich tradition 
political involvement dating from the early part of the nineteenth 
century. Their institution was created in revolution by people who 
exhorted the population to higher aspirations, discussed the fine 
points of social contract theories, studied and advocated new religious 
doctrines, and cherished the writers of Greece and Rome with their 
ageless thoughts on mankind. In their numbers were writers of 
sermons, pamphleteers, publishers of magazines-all lovers of 
knowledge. All through the nineteenth century, there were many local 
unholy alliances between the cultured establishment which had leisure 
time and usually supported the values of the status quo, and librarians 
with their greater vision of the perfectibility of man and free thought 
for the mechanics and workmen. 
Such visions were dangerous to the librarians then (and were until 
the last two or three decades) since they received the salary of a 
mechanic, and had neither tenure nor political constituency to protect 
themselves. They worked with and mediated between the 
establishment, and the working men and women of the new factory 
era. 
Nonetheless, they expressed their views to the public. In 1875, for 
example, at the opening of the Free Public Library in Madison, 
Wisconsin, James Butler noted that free libraries tend to equality and 
fraternity: "As we all have equal rights at the polls and courts, so we 
have in the free library."' He also chastised the Wisconsin legislature 
for its backward step in 1872 of substituting permissive local taxation 
for an 1859 law7 that allocated part of the state school fund income for 
l ibrar ie~.~In his presidential address at the 1894 ALA conference, 
Joseph Larned talked strongly about the defects of democracy in the 
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United States, the ineffectiveness of the "vulgarizing of the news 
press," and the missionary responsibility and power of the public 
library-all strong observations for the time.3 Two years later, in 1896, 
the Library Journal carried an  article by Mary Salome Cutler 
admonishing the librarian to be a careful student of his town and to 
have a personal acquaintance with city officers, party bosses, reporters, 
policemen, reformers, school teachers, clergy, and leading women in 
~oc i e t y .~In 1,897, Frederick Morgan Crunden spoke at the annual ALA 
conference, stating that: "The whole history of mankind is a 
continuous struggle of the weak and ignorant many to secure the rights 
withheld from them by the superior strength and cunning ofthe few."5 
Earlier in his address, he had noted that "we hear of two librarians 
holding opposite political views, whose positions were rendered 
insecure by an infortunate misadjustment of l~ngi tudes ."~ 
Trustees of libraries spoke frequently through their associations in 
this period about the relationship of librarians to boards and about the 
responsibilities of a board to the library and the community. The 
underlying theme was usually greater effectiveness of the library in the 
existing setting and reduction of conflict. By the early 1900s, 
responsiveness to the community did not necessarily mean missionary 
work; rather, it meant securing the opportunity for all to use what was 
available under conditions not socially or personally disturbing to 
others. During periods of unrest, when there were attacks on certain 
materials acquired by avant-garde libraries, this attitude was probably a 
satisfactory compromise or accommodation. 
In short, librarians have developed and protected their institution in 
the turmoil of the post-Civil War era, the scandal-ridden decades of the 
1880s and 1890s, frontier conflict involving populism, single taxers 
and humane factory employment, new social thoughts ofthe 1920s, the 
labor revolution of the 1930s, the McCarthyism of the 1950s, the 
permissiveness of the 1960s, and the doubt of the 1970s. Librarians 
may be nai've about current political life, as many of them believe they 
are; but the institution of the library has grown steadily in political 
maturity. What has been viewed as a lack of political awareness in the 
past is more a present subconscious disagreement with some of the 
compromises and accommodations librarians have made. 
Soon after the first quarter of the twentieth century, a fairly large 
body of descriptive political and social literature began to appear which 
reported studies of the profession. These studies dwelt on the 
characteristics of librarians and trustees, including their social and 
political activities, and the apparent ability of both librarians and 
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trustees to identify with various segments of their communities. It was 
these descriptions which pointed out most strongly the middle-class 
orientation of library service, but without stressing that the middle class 
had been identified only a few years earlier and that the rapid growth 
of this class was itself considered to be a major social change in the 
United States. Some of the authors of these research studies believed 
that library development should proceed at a faster pace, while others 
wanted to make librarians more effective in the setting of the time. (An 
interesting aspect about library research is that nearly all of it is con- 
ducted by authors (including this one) who have always had a strong 
commitment to library service. I know of no substantial study made by 
persons outside the field, as is the case for many of our best studies in 
correction, social work and mental health.) The more outstanding 
writers include Robert Leigh (Public Library in the United Stat~s, 1950), 
Oliver Garceau (The Public Library in the Political Process, 1949), Phillip 
Ennis (Seven Questions About the Profession of Librarianship, 1962), and 
Ralph Conant (The Public Library and the City, 1965). These descriptive 
studies have been supplemented in numerous surveys, master's theses, 
and doctoral dissertations, but no strong theoretical formulation has 
been put forth which identifies the profession's position in a broader 
social context of all social services and all professions. The forthcoming 
book on library education by Ralph Conant may do some of this. 
Librarians themselves have written about the governance of 
libraries, usually as part of a book or text on general library service. 
Classic examples include Joeckel's Government of the Public Library 
(1935),  McDiarmid and McDiarmid's Administration of thp American 
Public Library ( 1943), Wheeler and Goldhor's Practical Administration of 
Public Libraries ( 1 962 ) ,  and the International City Manager's 
Association's Local Public Library Administration (1962). The dominant 
themes in these discourses are: (1) techniques for greater efficiency 
and effectiveness, (2) the need for greater openness in the library 
structure, ( 3 )the necessity for trustees to be representative of the total 
community, ( 4 ) the responsibility of libraries to see and prepare for 
social change, and ( 5 )  by implication, that librarians are not as 
knowledgeable about the social and political power structure as they 
should be. However, this last characteristic has been equally true of 
most of the social professions. To  its credit, the library profession itself 
perceived the changes that were occurring during the Sputnik period 
and later in the civil rights movement, and gradually articulated to its 
members and policy-makers the implications for library service, 
indicating that given resources, it could develop programs to open 
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service to all segments ofthe population. Manyjournal articles with this 
theme appeared during the middle and late 1960s. 
Ho\$ever, not all segments of the profession were convinced that the 
new direction was desirable. Only gradually \yere they persuaded as a 
result of intensive professional retraining through demonstration 
projects, workshops, grants-in-aid, and in some cases statutory 
declarations. Library schools in particular responded to criticism about 
the lack of understanding of the political process. They revised their 
curricula to provide students with more exposure to research and the 
ideas of social scientists; they saw that without the tools of politics, the 
new public awareness of librarians could not produce changes in 
service. 
In general, social change since the 1940s has been so rapid that the 
library profession has indeed lagged in its adaptation. Certainly, one 
has rarely heard in recent years the kind of social criticism by leaders of 
the profession that was fairly common in the late 1800s. 
One of the interesting things about general library literature since 
the 1880s and 1890s is the scant critical attention given to the form of 
library governance. The concept of a governing board of trustees has 
been accepted almost without question, although the few 
exceptions-such as in city manager municipalities-are not 
challenged. Moreover, the reasons to support trustee governance have 
not varied signficantly: insulation from politics and sudden changes in 
social behavior, continuity of policy, and the wisdom of collective 
judgment. Conversely, these are also the factors which kolate an 
institution from needed social change and gradually narrow the 
perspective of professional leaders, and these too have never been 
studied fully. 
In the past, librarians have adapted to the political system and 
through it pushed for a larger fiscal base for broadened services. In so 
doing, the profession has slowly and inevitably become coopted by the 
system to the point that the public library in particular is now a true 
political institution which bargains and competes for support in the 
generic political sense, and which utilizes increasingly partisan politics 
to set and accomplish goals. As organizational structure becomes more 
complex through service systems, consortia, regional councils, and 
state and federal supervision, involvement becomes more marked 
since the balancing of opposing needs and the assignment of values to 
groups and jurisdictions constitute a political process. Although 
risky-as any public educator knows-this kind of cooptation has far 
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more positive than negative value. In any case, librarians do  not have 
much choice other than to determine the parameters of the cooptation, 
and to do this one must understand as early as possible what is 
occurring in the total political system. It is with this latter point that the 
remainder of this article is concerned. Four major ideas can be noted 
briefly in an introductory statement. 
It is almost trite to say that the political system today (including the 
administrative bureaucracy) is very complex and is therefore a difficult 
environment in which to operate. Since as earlv as the 1920s, political 
and academic leaders, joined by vocal members of the public, have 
attempted to make the political structure in the United States 
understandable, responsive, predictable and easily operable by a 
general public through elections and direct access to the bureaucracy. 
While this effort has been very successful, it should be recognized that 
the intuitive understanding of political behavior, so characteristic of 
the older political leader, is once more a necessitv. Urban government 
cannot be innovative or responsive to the strong lay leadership 
developed in such places as the Kansas City metropolitan area unless 
the leaders detach themselves from the system's defined process and 
operate in the way in which they can best formulate a policy speedily. 
Intuition for the political leader of  the pre-1950s was usually 
required because of the absence of current descriptive data and the 
almost total lack of research techniques for forecasting. In contrast, the 
necessity for the local and state administrator in the last quarter of this 
century stems from the opposite-too much data based on too many 
different premises involving several independent and overlapping po- 
litical jurisdictions. Except as noted below, neither the public adminis- 
trator nor the political decision-maker can handle the  data in the ra- 
tional way we have assumed in collecting and preparing them. What is 
desirable and feasible is the best collective judgment of those economic, 
administrative, and political leaders who are willing to participate in a 
decision and its consequences, and are allowed to function in a rather 
broad area with a limited number of so-called fact-setting parameters. 
Detailed research data today have added value primarily as one 
descends hierarchically in a large organization or  system as a way to 
educate, foster ob-jectivity, control the parameters of lower-level 
decisions and often, paradoxically, to provide assurance of rationality. 
(These assertions should not lead to cynicism because, as we learn more 
about the behavioral process, we discover that it is dangerous to set 
norms with any finality on what people need in order to provide 
meaning for life. We are nevertheless approaching the point where ou r  
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passion for research data is impeding clear and observable 
decision-making.) 
The dilemma facing us is that decision-making will tend to become 
more mechanical as the political system becomes more complex, and 
the mechanism will become an important source of certainty. On  the 
other hand, these same forces of complexity will require not only more 
rapid but simplified decision-making based on personal judgment. 
A special comment must be made of mechanistic or structured 
decision-making since it is so widely accepted as a qualitative factor. 
Despite its limitation as noted above, it is a useful tool and concept. 
Planning is at its center and is the key control element. Examples of 
situations which bring a very structured, data-based, and rational 
process for decision-making into play are: immediate controversy, 
uncertainty and ineptness by the initiator of the policy, inadvertent 
challenge of the prerngatives of other groups, true need to coordinate, 
unrealistic requests, lack of understanding that there are alternate 
ways to attain a goal, and lack of preparation of one's case (which is 
translated into doubt and lack of credibility by the receiver). Given all 
these factors, it is obvious that the probability is much greater that the 
structured decision process will be used; in most cases the initiator of a 
policy will not know why it is used nor doubt the need to follow it 
faithfully. This process is also a source of power to be used in a variety 
of ways by those who are knowledgeable about it. 
From the broader social viewpoint, this rational planning process is 
not an undesired choice because it is in some instances a check and a 
way to get consensus and avoid the sharp conflicts which can come 
from a formal majority vote. The planning process is not apolitical, 
although it was so conceived originally. In fact, the very complexity of 
planning itself has made it an effective political tool in the hands of 
more astute political leaden7 Librarians have demonstrated this on 
numerous occasions with surveys conducted as an educational device 
but with such set assumptions that the results always demonstrate a 
too-low level of general service, identify a still unserved population, 
and demonstrate how stronger public support ,  along with 
organizational change, will correct the deficiencies. It is only a short 
step from the present situation, with the current orientation of the 
major library schools, for librarians to become political leaders in their 
own right. Some state librarians are already there and others will soon 
join them. 
The second major idea to be discussed is that conflict politics (and 
administration) is becoming an increasingly accepted way of life in the 
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United States. The interested reader can find considerable literature 
on the subject; all that needs to be done here, then, is to indicate its 
general form and meaning for library development. Conflict politics is 
both Marxian and behavioral. In the context ofthe former, there is the 
classical view that the holders of power and wealth are interlocked and 
will not give up their authority or ameliorate unjust conditions without 
a direct challenge, and in some cases direct action. Behaviorally, 
conflict is a tool to be used in any situation with any kind of group-the 
conflict can arise between authorities, or between a power elite and the 
dispossessed. The persons using it may merely want policy changes for 
altruistic reasons, e.g., legal aid to the poor or improvement of the 
environment. As such, conflict becomes a way of communicating not 
only basic ideas but the intensity of feelings. Conflict is even considered 
in some circles as a prerequisite for maximum creativity. 
The concept does not go so far as antagonism or irreconcilability 
except in unusual situations. The conflict may be symbolic, with egos 
the only issue at stake, as often occurs in the administrative process; or 
it may be highly personalized even though the initiator has no ill will 
toward the object person. At present, if the object person is in a position 
of authority, he will nearly always respond by attempting to lower 
tensions and avoid a direct confrontation. To  do so, however, he makes 
concessions and thus produces part of the benefits intended by the 
initiation of the conflict. At this point one may see some of the 
overtones of the application of game theory. Consensus as the 
preferred way to change values no longer carries the virtue it has 
commanded since the 1930s, except at certain points where 
cohesiveness is believed to have an equal or higher value to the 
substantive issue itself. Conflict may produce greater competition 
between agencies for public resources, but the two concepts are not 
synonymous. 
This approach in politics is not new. Mahatma Gandhi used it 
skillfully in the form of passive resistance to help free India; in the 
United States it was employed most effectively in the 1950s in the civil 
rights movement. In the 1970s, conflict is a common tool in large 
administrative organizations. 
The librarian can see that in this milieu acertain personality style and 
training is necessary to initiate and effect policy. At the same time, the 
political and social milieu is quite alien to the profession, because its 
own internal milieu places a high value on organization and 
agreement. This stems largely from the fact that its goal is to organize 
knowledge in a useful manner and to preserve a culture for future 
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generations. Uncertainty is not conducive to either of these tasks. 
Furthermore, it does not seem that the profession can tolerate much 
internal dissent because it is always threatened by such outside forces as 
censorship. 
Whether a person can function effectively under conditions of this 
internal personal conflict created by two milieux--one a subset of the 
larger one-is a basic question for the profession to answer. In private 
conversations, some librarians have already expressed a concern that 
conflict, along with a greater use of litigation to set policy, is driving 
away potential board members who do not want to subject themselves 
to personal attacks. 
Related to confict is the recent political emphasis on formal balanced 
representation (as opposed to tokenism) of ethnic groups, income 
levels, geographic areas and women on boards and commissions and in 
the administrative decision-making process. Typically, representation 
has been accomplished in administration by a consulting process 
wherein, if necessary, the names of individuals or groups consulted 
have been released as evidence of the legitimacy of the process. 
Typically, this technique has also satisfied those of the dominant 
authority. The more formalized protest groups, in contrast, have 
insisted on the presence of minority individuals in the organization at 
levels where they could reasonably be expected to exercise direct and 
indirect influence and be symbols of participation. Affirmative action 
programs have this incorporation as their goal. The concept of 
participatory democracy and consumer decision-making are variations 
of this general movement. 
Although broader based representation for boards and commissions 
has not been studied yet, conversations with local officials, federal 
affirmative action personnel, representatives of specific minority 
groups, and personal observation on a limited basis indicate several 
predictable results: (1) there have been changes in policies with more 
openness evident; (2) there has been some discontinuity in decisions, 
particularly as viewed by the person who believes strongly in continuity 
and certainty; (3) a new manpower pool has had to be developed from 
which nominations could be made for board positions since nominees 
in the past have commonly come from personal endorsement of a small 
number of established persons with public experience; (4) after a 
period of time, the boards and commissions have tended to become as 
established as the previous ones. although usually with different 
characteristics or at a different level. 
All in all, the forced new representation so far has had a salutary 
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effect; but how far it can or should be carried is not clear. An extreme 
demand to balance representation can actually increase the political 
power of the appointing authority, increase discontinuity, reduce 
cohesiveness of a board (and hence its capability to present new 
programs forcefully to the public), and force segments of a program to 
be identified with specific groups as an internal balancing process. 
The experience with broader representation on library boards seems 
to follow a general pattern with one exception. Librarians have argued 
since the latter part of the nineteenth century for broad community 
representation on their boards of trustees, but what has usually 
happened in practice has been representation of segments of the 
cultured and intellectual community as defined by the cultured and the 
intellectuals. 
Not much resistance was offered initially in the 1960s or 1970s to the 
introduction of representatives of other groups, including the 
nonusers and potential users, onto the library board. Very recently, 
however, doubts have been expressed because it is felt that these two 
groups-unrelated to ethnic considerations-can never have sufficient 
commitment to library service to ensure that libraries can keep up with 
new areas of knowledge, some so esoteric that even some academicians 
do not always fully appreciate them. It has been argued that 
consumerism in library service, although basically valid as a concept, is 
different from consumerism in health and welfare and certain aspects 
of social and economic planning, where the impact of a decision can 
have an immediate, serious and deleterious personal effect. Such is not 
the case with library service, which is more concerned with mental and 
intellectual development in terms of a timespan of a generation. This 
does not deny that library service is also a tool for solving immediate 
social and political problems. 
Undoubtedly the real fear is that too much emphasis on nonusers 
and potential users can divert scarce funds from the basics of any 
library programs and, as such, can in the long run introduce a tone of 
anti-intellectualism in its more traditional form. To  a certain extent, 
librarians who fear this are correct because the use of a library 
presupposes the possession of certain abilities or tools arising from an 
earlier educational process. For many centuries, the educated were an 
elite, and there is still an inherent elitism in library usage which will 
continue for the foreseeable future for the simple reason that only a 
small part of any population can realistically be expected to pursue 
personal satisfaction and achievement in this way. Personal 
achievement fortunately tends to produce better adjustment to a 
K E N N E T H  E .  B E A S L EY  
complex social order and development of manipulative skills, both of 
which traditionally have supported exclusiveness. Notwithstanding 
this latter tendency, libraries still have as one oftheir missions to reduce 
the elitism on which they are based and can best develop. 
Finally, brief attention must be directed to the continued confused 
role of urban areas in the total governmental structure. Suchconfusion 
is not recent. As early as 1900 the noted British writer, James Bryce, 
noted in the American Commonwealth that "the growth of great cities has 
been among the most significant and least fortunate changes in the 
character of the population . . . during the century that has passed 
since 1787."8He then notes that one ofthe difficulties in describingcity 
governments in the United States is the great diversity, not only among 
the states, but also within each state. Still later, he notes that "there is no 
denying that the government of cities is the one conspicuous failure of 
the United States."" 
It is so commonly conceded, especially in academic circles, that these 
difficulties still exist and that the Brycian assessment is still largely 
valid, that citations to prove the point are not needed. At the same time, 
students ofthe urbanization phenomenon are mystified as to how these 
areas can appear to be so near obsolescence, and yet have sufficient 
vitality to provide a stable base for a state and federal political party and 
governmental structure. For example, in popular literature, the 
differing opinions are reflected in a feature article in the New York 
Times entitled "18 Urban Experts Advise, Castigate and Console the 
City on Its problem^,"'^ and in an article in the Ladies Home Journal 
under the title "15 Best U.S. Suburbs."" The  theme ofthe latter article 
in effect emphasizes that at least some aspects of urban living in at least 
some areas have quality and are meaningful. Maybe the large cities with 
their satellites represent a new dimension of political life not yet fully 
identified. 
Both the diversity in political structure and the quality of living in 
urban areas stem from a variety of factors which are not likely to 
change in the foreseeable future: different rates of growth, sources of 
population, levels of political development and maturity in the states in 
which they are located, amounts of wealth, and problems associated 
with specific industries. Moreover, urban areas have experienced 
simultaneous migrations into the central city and exoduses to suburban 
areas ofidentifiably different people and businesses. Recently, the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census issued a news release indicating that the 
population movement to urban areas still continues, but that future 
expansion of urban areas will probably be based on internal growth, 
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and that in a few instances total metropolitan areas have lost population 
(albeit not enough to say there is a trend). 
For a long time it was thought that a large part of the urban problem 
was due to the under-representation of cities in legislatures and in 
Congress, and although the equality of representation that came 
rapidly in the 1960s from a series of federal and state judicial decrees 
ameliorated some ills, it cured very few. 
Where there is serious decay and conflict in a large urban area, the 
most common problem preventing corrective action is the existence of 
many contiguous and independent political jurisdictions (cities, 
counties, townships, or special districts) separated by artificial and 
arbitrary boundaries. The free movement of people and resources 
across these boundaries, which is essential to the U.S. form of economy, 
creates continuous dislocation to which one or more of thejurisdictions 
must adjust. Consequently, the more economically and socially 
dynamic we try to make an urban area, the more time each component 
of the complex must devote to responding rather than creating or 
leading. 
Enlarging local jurisdictions by consolidating units of government so 
they can be more effective economically and socially has not been too 
successful, despite the intellectual support it has received. It is now felt 
by some people that the enlargement is thus more likely to come 
indirectly from closer ties to federal and state politics. The common 
assumption that a national or state policy for urban areas will result in 
better allocation of funds, more consistent and efficient adminstration, 
or a' more uniform policy misses the point. Local differences will still be 
present, which for the most part will have to be balanced politically 
outside the immediate locality so that those differences which are 
personalized can be subordinated to larger issues. Even though the 
closeness of administration to the consumer of social services is 
valuable, the formulation of innovative policy is impaired if it cannot be 
formed in part under circumstances which alienate it from the 
recipients of the service. Moreover, central cities have a commonality 
of their own even though separated by many miles, just as suburban 
Westchester in New York has more in common with Leawood, Kansas, 
than either has with its neighboringcentral city. Both cities and suburbs 
will tend to form coalitions of political support with different sections 
of the country to resolve differences and establish minimum norms. 
There is nothing philosophically or politically wrong with this 
procedure, and indeed it has considerable merit in molding a national 
attitude and posture. 
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If this general analysis is valid, librarians should expect urban library 
policy to continue to be formally independent of other social service 
policies except that all of the services will compete for funds, and 
library plolicy will become more and more a function of partisan 
political activity. However, libraries will also be able to develop most 
rapidly through coalitions with other related social services, 
particularly education, which are designed to maximize political power 
while maintaining as much independence as possible for each member 
of the coalition. As noted earlier, libraries are already political-all we 
are discussing here is the degree. I do not believe that the new program 
of the National Commission on Libraries and Information Sciences can 
be implemented other than by political action in its classic form. The 
question to ask now is: Can or should there be, in the last quarter of the 
twentieth century, a concept of a Democratic or Republican library 
director? 
An appropriate way to conclude this article is to note a unique 
feature of library service in the urban setting. It is the only major social 
service which has attempted so vigorously to tie suburban and rural 
areas directly to a central city, despite the city's severe internal 
problems. Instead of following the normal pattern of combining like 
needs and social values, the library system attempts to mold together 
quite disparate types of services and values on the basis that they 
supplement each other. These services range from very sophisticated 
research services in the large city library, which draws a highly 
educated clientele from a wide region, to special outreach programs in 
a ghetto or barrio, to the mobile service of primarily recreational 
reading by the rural bookmobile. For the most part, the effort has been 
successful, although it has not expanded total library service as much as 
some had hoped. Further investigation of this aspect of systems would 
be very fruitful because of the obvious conclusions that there are 
apparently ties among the seemingly disparate urban interests which 
can be developed if approached properly; these ties need not upset the 
positive values of independent political jurisdictions or established 
political coalitions. The rural library patron has usually resisted at first 
a direct affiliation with a central city, but he has seemingly soon 
accepted and supported the arrangement as being in his best interest. 
The library profession and patrons may be (or have been) politically 
naive but they have been politically successful. The profession is almost 
solely tied to urbanization now, but it has not been fully coopted by it. 
The form of the governing structure for its service has not been 
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changed fundamentally since the last years of the nineteenth century, 
but it has been made functional by philosophical conversions of its 
members. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, the task will be to 
mold together politics and its philosophy in a milieu of intensified 
urban conflict. 
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